The emotional distress of asylum seekers in Israel and the characteristics of those seeking psychiatric versus medical help.
Israel has become a destination for asylum seekers. Asylum seekers often experience emotional distress, but have limited access to health services and rarely use psychiatric services. This study sought to understand and characterize the use of psychiatric versus medical services by asylum seekers in Israel. We compared the emotional distress, stressful life events and previous treatment consultations of 21 psychiatric service users (PSU) and 55 medical service users (MSU) at the Open Clinic of Physicians for Human Rights in Tel-Aviv. Participants completed a socio-demographic questionnaire, the General Health Questionnaire (GHQ-12), the Stressful Life Events Scale and the Health Care Utilization Questionnaire. PSU and MSU did not have significantly different levels of emotional distress. PSU reported significantly more stressful life events during the past year than MSU ( M = 5.81, SD 3.47 vs. M = 3.8, SD 2.35, p < 0.01). In comparison to MSU, PSU utilized more medical ( M = 4.33, SD 2.28) and non-medical ( M = 2.38, SD 1.92) services ( p < 0.001) than MSU. Asylum seekers who consulted multiple treatment agencies in the last year were 1.55 times more likely to seek psychiatric treatment than those who had consulted only a few treatment agencies. Emotional distress in asylum seekers appears to be under-diagnosed in the Open Clinic and under-treated by mental health professionals. To better detect this distress, a thorough screening is recommended at assessment. Collaboration with mental health professionals and community and religious leaders consulted in the past is important and can contribute to good health care outcomes in this population.